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Foreword

Afghanistan has been a rewarding, complex, and challenging mis-
sion for all nations involved, not least for Afghanistan itself. Few, if
any, anticipated that the initial attacks on the Taliban regime in Af-
ghanistan in fall 2001 would become the longest war in the history of
NATO and the United States of America. Today, more than 12 years
later, it is still too early to conclude the successes and failures of this
campaign or predict how Afghanistan will evolve once the majority
of international military forces leave the country in 2014. In the end,
it will be up to the Afghans themselves to make their own decisions,
destiny, and future.

When I took office as the 11th secretary general of NATO in early
2004, the transatlantic wounds from the US invasion in Iraq in spring
2003 were still fresh. Many European nations rigorously opposed that
war and felt the United States had manufactured the rational for the
invasion. But the wounds healed sooner than I thought. In summer
2003, NATO assumed responsibility for the ISAF mission in Afghan-
istan, and I saw how NATO, through its commitments in Iraq and
Afghanistan, gradually brought the allies together. Looking back at
the Iraq war, I learned two important lessons: (1) whenever Europe
presents itself as a counterweight for the United States, the result is a
divided Europe, which saddens me as a European; and (2) a United
States that thinks it can do it all alone is also doomed to fail. To a
certain extent, these lessons guided my approach to Afghanistan in
my numerous discussions and meetings with alliance members and
representatives from the wider international community. Afghani-
stan was always going to be a team effort if we were to succeed.

If anything, the international effort in Afghanistan has required
patience. Patience with the political process of NATO and its mem-
ber nations; patience with the government in Afghanistan and its ca-
pability to address the many challenges of its nation; patience in
transforming our mentality, structures, and organizations to adhere
to the comprehensive approach we all knew was a prerequisite for
success; patience with the political dynamics of Western govern-
ments seeking quick and identifiable results, as opposed to the con-
ventional wisdom of counterinsurgencies that prolonged time is often
required and results seem to have a pace and presentation style of their
own; patience from our domestic constituencies, which year after year
saw an ever increasing accumulated number of their service men and
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FOREWORD

women sacrificing their lives and limbs without a clear end state or
exit strategy in sight.

The handling of Afghanistan should be seen as a process. In the
early twenty-first century, NATO forces were not adequately pre-
pared, trained, educated, and equipped to fight a counterinsurgency
in mountainous Afghanistan. International and security politics lit-
erally changed overnight after 9/11. It had taken years to change our
mentality and international structures after the Cold War a decade
earlier, and in many ways we were still in that transformational mode
when the airplanes hit the Twin Towers and Pentagon. Adapting to
the new situation and the war in Afghanistan (and Iraq) needed time.
I sometimes felt the often harsh criticism of our efforts in Afghani-
stan did not reflect that reality.

When evaluating our efforts, there are positives and negatives that
need to be addressed. Surely a commonly agreed upon and cohesive
strategy of how to handle Afghanistan took too long to develop. With
Iraq draining much of the US resources, Afghanistan for years did
not receive the resources and political attention this difficult opera-
tion needed to make the progress we all wanted for this nation. For
years the operation was an allied patchwork of individual nations be-
ing responsible for PRTs and provinces without a sufficient overarch-
ing allied cohesive effort. It proved difficult to implement the theo-
retical construct of a comprehensive approach to real-life challenges
in theater. The Afghan ability to deal with corruption, narcotics, and
governmental competencies has proved less efficient and more chal-
lenging than first expected. Although these efforts have had dedi-
cated operational lines since 2006, achieving the level of “security;’
“governance and reconstruction,” and “development” we all strived
for has proved very difficult. None of these issues had its origins in ill
will, lack of empathy with the Afghans, or lack of dedication. Some-
times it is just hard to succeed.

Conversely, there is no doubt that progress has been made. The
influence of al-Qaeda in the theater has diminished significantly.
Democratic elections have been held, a government elected, a parlia-
ment formed, and a constitution adopted. Infrastructure has been
strengthened, and the Afghan economy is much stronger today than
before the international involvement. Basic health care in Afghani-
stan has improved dramatically, and education is now a norm for
millions of Afghan children. Women’s status has improved in Af-
ghanistan, and the millions of young girls attending school compared
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FOREWORD

to the pre-9/11 situation is perhaps the most heartening success of all
progress made in this country. The number and competence of the
Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF) are increased to a level that
hopefully soon enables them to provide basic security and stability
for Afghanistan. This is a fundamental for any nation. It is a basic
foundation to ensure the long-term economic and political invest-
ments necessary to meet the expectations of most Afghans and en-
able Afghanistan to face the challenges of a volatile and increasingly
economic competitive region. Educating, mentoring, and growing its
military and police forces to be better positioned to provide basic
security and the rule of law will perhaps be our most significant con-
tribution and legacy.

As the ISAF and OEF mission comes to an end in 2014, it is time
to identify the lessons we have learned after more than a decade of
war. Airpower has been a necessary but controversial military tool in
this war. The general proficiency of US and NATO airpower is out-
standing, as proven in the 1991 Gulf War, the Balkans, Iraq, Afghani-
stan, and Libya. In Afghanistan it played a pivotal role in protecting
our own forces and shaping the battlefield. No doubt insurgent forces
learned a lesson in fall 2001 and found it tactically unsustainable to
mass large forces to effectively attack allied ground forces—they
knew massing forces would provide an easy target for attack helicop-
ters, drones, fighters, and bombers. By influencing the opponent and
protecting our own forces, airpower became a protector of our own
center of gravity: the will by individual nations to sustain troop con-
tributions in Afghanistan.

Still, it is no secret that the high number of civilian casualties gen-
erated a perception in Afghanistan and elsewhere that airpower was
a particularly indiscriminate military tool, which threatened allied
cohesion as well as the counterinsurgency credo of “winning hearts
and minds” In reality, the civilian casualties attributed to airpower
were likely unfair, as both artillery shells and insurgent propaganda
inflated the claim of airpower’s collateral damage effects. And I know
from countless briefings in theater what extraordinary measures were
taken to avoid civilian casualties. Still, the perception of airpower as
a threat to Afghan civilians has remained a political and military
challenge for NATO and the United States.

Thus, I welcome a book that invites a deeper reflection on this
technologically advanced, diverse, lethal, and influential military ca-
pability. I am particularly pleased that this is not merely a tactical
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evaluation, but rather sees airpower in the context of broader political
goals, military strategy, and operational planning. The employment of
modern military force must be seen in light of the broader context of
politics (legitimacy), international law (legality), and strategy as being
but one of many sources of power to influence the situation at hand.
This is perhaps particularly important in a counterinsurgency opera-
tion like Afghanistan.

The international effort in Afghanistan is not yet over. Although the
main efforts of the ISAF nations are coming to an end, the journey of
the modern Afghan nation has barely begun. A lot of sacrifices have
been made on behalf of the Afghan people the past decade, and more
sacrifices will be made in the years to come. I pay tribute to the men
and women who have served in Afghanistan and their families. For all
of us who have been deeply involved in this war, I trust we can look
back on this colossal effort one day and agree it was worth it. A part of
that premise is that we should learn as much as possible from our ef-
forts, continue to refine what worked, and ensure we do not make the
same mistakes in future conflicts. I hope this book can contribute to
this end.

Jaap de Hoop Scheffer

Minister of Foreign Affairs,
The Netherlands, 2002-03

11th Secretary General of NATO, 2004-09
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Introduction

Although there will be a US/NATO presence in Afghanistan for
years to come, the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) is
history. On 1 January 2015, the ISAF mission ended and transitioned
to the significantly more limited NATO-led Resolute Support Mission.
It has been the longest war in the history of both NATO and the
United States. It has been the most challenging political and military
effort in the history of NATO. The operation has challenged structures,
doctrines, and perceptions on every level of war. Immense sacrifices
have been made in treasure and casualties. Although both the United
States and NATO will leave military advisors and a certain capability
intact in Afghanistan and within the larger theater of operations, it is
clear that the thrust of the international community’s military effort is
over. The time has come for addressing the larger lessons of this war.

A growing body of literature is dedicated to the task of under-
standing the reason or rationale for the United States’ and the inter-
national community’s involvement in Afghanistan. This includes im-
portant books and articles that analyze the international context and
political processes creating the conditions for the use of force in Af-
ghanistan and debate the political dynamics and decisions of this en-
deavor. This book, however, is not focusing on the “whys and hows”
of entering this war, or any normative evaluation of the wisdom be-
hind the decision to go to war, or the strategy chosen. Rather it seeks
to describe and explain the actual use of military force in Afghanistan
and the context and dynamics that influenced and governed this use
of force once the decision was made to engage there militarily. It seeks
to provide insight and understanding of the processes influencing the
cohesion between political goals, military strategy, operational plan-
ning, and the actual tactical execution of force as perceived and im-
plemented in theater at the time. While the international effort has
increasingly entailed a comprehensive approach with a clear civilian
(involving various instruments of power) and military component,
the military component—the actual use of force—within a land-
locked country like Afghanistan has mainly consisted of land forces
(including special operations) and airpower (including carrier-based
aircraft). This book seeks to address the latter military component
and bring forward the larger lessons, challenges, and dynamics re-
lated to the use of airpower.
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INTRODUCTION

The reader should not consider this book merely a narrow insight
into the peculiarities of airpower, as most of the content addresses
issues at the strategic and operational level of war with roots and
ramifications far outside the airpower community. This book is argu-
ably equally important as a testimony of NATO/ISAF’s and the United
States’ approach to war and the broader challenges of alliance/coali-
tion warfare.

Critical analyses of the broader features of airpower are, unfortu-
nately, few and far between. The airpower community has tradition-
ally overfocused on its tactical execution and had less robust intel-
lectual roots in the operational and strategic levels of war. This has
influenced the literature provided by airmen, who tend to lean largely
toward technology, platforms, and a more tactical outlook. Thus, one
can perhaps argue that the greatest strength of the airpower commu-
nity is also its greatest weakness: its cultural emphasis on tactical ex-
ecution of air operations has produced a very high level of profes-
sionalism at the tactical level. Conversely, it has not been able to
establish a similarly robust culture for addressing the strategic and
operational challenges of war. This has precluded some important de-
bates and lessons of a more overarching and strategic nature that
would have proved beneficial to the men and women sent to lead our
effort in Afghanistan. Airpower should be debated, it should be criti-
cally analyzed, and the lessons should be brought forward to help us
better prepare for war in the future. If anything, this book is a some-
what sad commentary on the air, land, and joint communities’ lack of
intellectual and organizational ability to identify and implement ba-
sic airpower lessons from the past.

Airpower has arguably been the key asymmetric strength for
NATO/ISAF and the United States in theater but also a source of fric-
tion for the local population, the Karzai government, and, increas-
ingly, the domestic civilian population in many countries engaged in
Afghanistan. It appears to have been the number one killer of insur-
gents but also caused collateral damage and civilian casualties to an
extent that influenced the “center of gravity” defined as the Afghan
people by a number of commanders in Afghanistan, thereby influenc-
ing the political dynamics of this operation. Airpower has significantly
contributed to reducing the loss of our own soldiers in combat and
thus protecting NATO/ISAF and the US center of gravity: the political
will to continue its engagement in Afghanistan. So, when ISAFs dep-
uty commander-Air in 2007-08, Gen Frederik H. Meulman, argues
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that “without airpower in Afghanistan—the mission is doomed to
fail,” he is arguably as correct as the commander, ISAF (COMISAF)
2009-10, Gen Stanley McChrystal, who argued that due to civilian
casualties and its political implications, “air power contains the seeds
of our own destruction if we do not use it responsibly.”

Many airmen perceive airpower as having been reduced to an in-
flexible close air support “911 emergency call” for troops in contact
with the enemy in a very land-centric military environment. Some
informally argue that the airpower community, as well as the political
and military establishments of most countries involved, was caught
off guard with the engagement in a rural country with limited re-
sources and infrastructure while too focused on and accustomed to
the advantages many perceived airpower provided in the 1990s. As a
consequence, we entered this war without adequate equipment, train-
ing, education, or doctrines to fight an asymmetric threat in what
increasingly became a difficult counterinsurgency campaign. Others
claim the use of airpower—and indeed the use of military force more
generally—has suffered from the lack of a clear political and military
overarching strategy for Afghanistan. There seems, however, to be a
reasonable consensus that airpower has been a very important mili-
tary tool in this conflict, that this military tool has not been exploited
to its full potential, and that there has been too limited a focus on
how airpower more broadly can contribute to a counterinsurgency
operation of this nature.

An important foundation for this analysis is that this book is not
limited to airpower alone. It would be a mistake to separate the use of
airpower from the overarching political ambition and military strat-
egy of this war, or the combination of other sources of power, if the
most important lessons regarding the use of airpower in Afghanistan
are to be identified and brought forward. As noted, the intent is rather
explicitly to seek to evaluate and explain to what degree there has
been adequate cohesion among political goals, military strategy, op-
erational planning, and the tactical use of airpower; to focus on what
airpower has influenced in Afghanistan; and—perhaps more impor-
tant in this particular war—to examine what has influenced the use of
airpower. I argue that only by including the context, dynamics, and
processes influencing its use will it be possible to analyze and explain
the role of airpower in a constructive and informative manner.

I asked the former air commanders in Afghanistan to provide their
perspectives to let those responsible for utilizing airpower in this war
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describe what they experienced every day in theater regarding the
overall cohesion—to let them bring forward the most important les-
sons they have identified. This is the strength of the book but also its
weakness. The strength relates to the fact that these few individuals
had the greatest oversight of the use of airpower in Afghanistan. They
were involved in the debates, processes, and decisions at the time,
and are better positioned than anyone else to explain the dynamics
influencing the use of airpower. With one exception, they have all
retired from the military and are thus less restricted by protocol or
other considerations affecting a serving officer. The weakness stems
from the fact that their views will be more similar to that of a memoir
than an academic analysis. This book is the product of air command-
ers debating the issues from personal angles and perspectives, and
what you see is largely dependent on where you stand. It has a more
subjective nature than the ideal objective textbook approach. Mem-
ory is often selective, and recollections risk influence by vanity and
the desire to project one’s own influence and perspectives at the time
as better or more informed than it actually was. Sometimes, it is just
difficult to remember what actually happened five, six, seven, or more
years ago. As one air commander pointed out regarding his own abil-
ity to contribute to this project, smiling, “If I knew there was going to
be a test, I would have taken notes”

The book limits itself to the time period 2005-10. I could have in-
cluded other parts of this war. The use of airpower in fall 2001 is of
great significance to the political and military progress made in Af-
ghanistan at the time. Its role in Operation Anaconda in 2002 e